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Introduction

 By Esmee Malinda Eaton

 


Idle Talk
under the Bean Arbour was written by Aina Jushi, a penname. His
real name and identity remain unknown. There is very little
information available about the author. Most likely, he lived in
the early part of Qing dynasty, after Ming dynasty was toppled by
Manchurians. It was a time of great upheavals. Han scholars were
both indignant at the takeover of their country by what they
considered ‘barbarians,’ and confused about what they should do, as
the traditional path for a scholar was to pass the imperial
examinations and serve the country. But they did not know how they
felt about serving in a Manchurian court. Many scholars thus
channelled their confusion and frustration into creative works,
including Aina Jushi with this collection of stories. In it, he
challenges long-held views and debunks age-old legends, as a way to
voice his own incertitude.



 Foreword

By A Crane Calling At
The Sky

 


Aina is what we
would call a learned scholar today and a free-spirited bohemian in
the past. Though extremely talented, he didn’t get to prove his
literary prowess in the imperial examinations. He’s a member of
scholars’ society, but doesn’t deign to mingle with its brethren.
Instead, he devotes his time to creative work. Scouring historical
records, he picks out famous legends and debunks them. His
narrative aims to both provoke and educate.

 




Preface

By Aina Jushi

 


Xu Jutan, a poet and a
fellow villager before my time, wrote an anthology, Utterances
under the Bean Arbour. His classical poems, quatrains and
regulated verses tell of fantastical tales from far and wide, both
ancient and contemporary. They’ve long enjoyed universal praise.
It’s a pity that with Xu’s passing, his fame faded and his
anthology lost in history. Still, each breezy autumn, when the
beans are ready for harvest, recluses and scholars recite a line or
two of Xu’s poems as an homage.

My interest
does not lie in poetry composition. Instead, I have collected
stories from the past that are worth a laugh or two, as a
supplement to the Bean Arbour.

Here’s a poem
by Xu, which I’m quoting as foreword for my book.

‘Out of
idleness I built a cottage in the west,

As the sun is
burning and I’ve nowhere to rest.

Ponds shrink
in the sixth-month heat,

For three
years, trees grow not one bit.

I’ve planted
bean vines as a shady retreat,

Finer than
kiosks and pavilions, they also smell sweet.

In the evening
breeze I cross the river to meet an old gent,

Cicadas
chirp as we talk and admire the sun’s descent.’



Chapter One

Jie Zhitui Traps His Jealous Wife in Fire

 Residents in the low-lying region south of the
Yangtze River enjoy a cool clime, though it turns into a wet ‘plum
rains’ season starting in the fourth month on the lunar calendar.
The dog days last from the fifth month to the sixth. A merciless
sun beats down on pedestrians as rivulets of sweat run down their
backs. Their faces are scorched. Even those seeking refuge indoors
are not spared, panting hard in the stifling air.

The most
comfortable are the well-heeled, who lounge in their cool kiosks
and waterside pavilions, waving a fan leisurely. Then there are the
mountain-dwelling monks and old village men. Abandoning decorum,
they undo their tied-up hair, unbutton the front of their garments
and hide under the shade of tall pine trees.

As for folks
from moderate households, they have to start planning early for
lack of better options. In the middle of the second month, they get
their hands on a few hyacinth bean seeds, which they plant around
the house. Several wood or bamboo poles are driven into the ground
to set up a trellis. Straw ropes are used to secure the poles and
give the trellis a festive look.

In two weeks,
bean seeds sprout. Vines climb up poles and twine around the
trellis. The resulting arbour is both airy and cooling, better than
a pavilion. Villagers of all ages, both men and women, emerge from
their houses, carrying stools, chairs or bamboo mats. They sit
around under the arbour, fanning themselves and relishing the
zephyr.

The villagers
talk about all sorts of things. Some pass on political news, some
relate recent happenings and some tell tales. On top of that, men
gossip about other men’s wives, saying so-and-so is trusting while
another is jealous. They have few names in the former category but
a lot to say about the latter. Womenfolk compare notes on their
husbands. This mister is nice and that one is not. In general,
jealous feelings outnumber fond ones.

Jealousy, it
seems, is constantly on people’s mind and lips. Thus, in the spirit
of the bean arbour, I’m going to tell you all about jealousy.

One day, a
handful of young villagers sat under the bean arbour along with a
few older men. One of the youngsters had a fan in his left hand and
some book in his right. Upon reading a five-character quatrain, he
smacked his fan against a stool and exclaimed, ‘Outrageous! This is
over the top!’

An old villager
straightened up and asked him, ‘What’s outrageous?’

‘This poem
here,’ the lad handed his book to the elder, pointing to a page.
‘It says,

“Venom of
the pit viper,

Sting of the
wasp.

Both are not
as poisonous,

As that of a
woman’s heart.”

‘Whoever
composed this must have suffered a great deal at the hands of a
woman. Surely he’s exaggerating. Can a woman’s heart really be
deadlier than those venomous creatures?’

‘You boys are
too young to have had much experience with women,’ the old villager
replied. ‘Nor have you travelled far and seen or heard much. Of
course you find it hard to believe. As for me, I’m fifty this year,
and I’d rather stay a bachelor than tie the knot. For I’ve seen and
heard more than my fair share of the horror stories. Women’s
ferocity and viciousness vary from person to person. It’s
impossible to name them all.

‘There once was
a busybody who collected stories of jealous women, both ancient and
contemporary, and put them in a book called Cautionary Tales on
Jealousy. It was published for wide circulation. He wanted to
forewarn his male readers and to teach a lesson to his female
readers. Men and women could then coexist peacefully. If
successful, this undertaking would have produced greater benefits
than the scripture-fetching pilgrimage of Xuanzang, the monk of
Tang dynasty.

‘But, to his
surprise, women used the book to justify the very existence of
jealousy as, they claimed, it had been around since ancient times.
They treated the stories as commonplace, and each contributed their
own novel opinions. They wanted the compiler to publish an addendum
to the original book, maybe even a sequel or two. To establish role
models for women at large, they said.’

‘That’s
nothing,’ another old man chimed in. ‘Those stories have concluded
a long time ago. Hardly surprising. I know of cases where jealous
feelings last for tens of thousands of years, even after the woman
turns into a ghost or becomes an immortal.’

This piqued the
young lad’s interest. He cupped one hand in the other and made an
obeisance. ‘Please, do tell!’

‘It’s a long,
long story,’ the second old man replied. ‘I’m not going to tell it,
not until you’ve brewed several big pots of the best Longjing and
Songluo tea, served with plates of fine snacks.’

‘That’s no
problem at all,’ the lad and his mates answered. ‘We’ll make
arrangements. But we want to hear true stories. Please don’t fob us
off with improvised concoctions just for the food and drinks. We
may be young and not well-read, but we won’t swallow anything hook,
line and sinker unless we’ve had a chance for
cross-examination.’

The second old
man took his time to fold his fan and set it down on a stool. Then
he straightened himself up and began his tale.

‘In a certain
month of a certain year, I bought medicinal materials and was
travelling to Shandong to sell them. I rode a donkey and had a few
workers with me. We reached a place a few miles south of Linji
Town, Zhangqiu County, Jinan Prefecture. A wide river was in our
way. Boats plied the water, busily ferrying men and livestock.

‘I observed
plenty of women crossing the river. The unattractive ones made the
trip without incident, coming and going as they pleased. But if a
gorgeous woman approached the dock, she did not dare board straight
away. Instead, she untucked the strands of hair around her ears,
plucked grass stalks off the ground and stuck them in her topknot,
and changed into tattered clothes. She’d only venture onto the boat
after making sure her appearance was as slovenly as possible. Right
before boarding, she wiped her hands on the ground and smeared her
face with dirt. Finally feeling at ease, she got on the ferry and
made a safe crossing.

‘If a pretty
woman refused to spoil her looks or dirty her clothes, her ferry
could only make it to the middle of the river. Suddenly, a tempest
swept over the surface, sending dirty waves crashing into the
cabin. Turbid water drenched cargo onboard and soiled the woman’s
clothes. She was whisked away by a gale and carried into the
depths, disappearing from sight.

‘What hobgoblin
was wreaking such havoc here? I quietly asked around in an eating
house nearby. Customers there were all waiting to cross the river.
They were too afraid to give me a straight answer. An old tutor
from a local private school finally told me.

‘“The spirit
has been here for a long time,” he said. “A man in Tang dynasty
wrote a book called Record of Strange Things. In it, the
river was named Ferry Crossing of a Jealous Wife. The author wrote
that during the era of Taishi in Jin dynasty, there once lived a
man called Liu Boyu. His wife, Duan Mingguang, had a very jealous
nature. One day, Boyu drank a few cups of wine on an empty stomach.
His brain addled by alcohol, he forgot himself and started
reciting, in front of his wife, lines from Cao Zijian’s ‘Rhapsody
on the River Luo Goddess’:

‘“‘Her form
is graceful, like a swan goose or dragon in flight.

Her splendour
outshines autumn chrysanthemums and vernal pine.

Her moves are
dainty like wispy clouds veiling the moon,

Or snowflakes
whirling in the wind.

Observed from
afar,

She glows like
rosy clouds at sunrise;

Upon closer
look,

She’s radiant
like a lotus flower rising out of water.

Neither too
plump nor too thin,

Neither too
tall nor too short.

Her shoulders
are shapely as if created by a sculptor,

Her waist is
slim like a white silk band.

She has a
slender jawline, a graceful neck,

And her skin
is fair.

No perfume is
necessary for her,

No powder can
add to her beauty.

A chignon
piles high over her crown,

Her long
eyebrows are arched gracefully.

She parts her
red lips,

Revealing
pearl-white teeth.

She has the
eyes of an enchantress,

And dimples
add to her allure.

Her poise is
elegant,

Her manners
demure.

She is
tender,

Her words
gentle.

Her garment is
made of materials seldom seen,

Her bone
structure resembles that of a painted goddess.

Dressed in
silk, she impresses with her glamour,

With earrings
made of fine jade.

Gold and jade
jewelleries adorn her hair,

Her dress is
studded with pearls.

She wears
ornate embroidered shoes,

Her gossamer
dress sways in a fine mist.

Smelling
fragrant like orchid flower,

She wanders
on a mountain path.’

‘“As he recited
the poem, Liu Boyu slapped his palm on the table and blurted out,
‘If only I could marry a beautiful woman like that! I wouldn’t care
for all the fame and fortune in the world! With her, I could live
my whole life in contentment.’

‘“These were
just drunken, glib words spoken in jest, but they made Mingguang’s
blood boil. ‘You hold the water goddess in such high esteem because
she’s pretty,’ she snapped. ‘Then you mock me in my face? If being
a water goddess can win your respect, I’ll kill myself and become
one, too!’

‘“Mingguang
dashed out of the door before she finished her sentence. Baffled,
Boyu followed her out. His wife hastened towards the riverbank. She
swung her arms and jumped into the water, sinking immediately below
the surface. Boyu was frightened out of his wits. Wailing, he
hurriedly went to look for help saving his wife, but she was
nowhere to be seen.

‘“Boyu cried
for seven days straight, until his mouth was parched and his throat
dry. He took a sudden tumble and fainted. Then he saw Mingguang
rise above the water and walk up to him.

‘“‘You are fond
of the water goddess. Now I am one,’ she said. ‘Come with me. We’ll
spend our lives down here together!’ She grabbed Boyu’s sleeves and
was going to drag him down into the river. Stunned, Boyu struggled
violently. The effort jolted him awake. Only then did he realise
that it had been a dream. He got up and plodded home, dazed and
alone.

‘“But
Mingguang’s ghost refused to give up. She made a din at the ferry
crossing every day, sometimes showing her apparition. She demanded
that Boyu come to the river to resume their relationship. But Boyu
had lost his courage and never approached the river again for the
rest of his life.

‘“From then on,
any beautiful woman who wants to make the crossing has to change
their appearance and attire for a safe journey. If not, Mingguang’s
ghost will summon a raging tempest and drag the woman into a watery
grave.”’

The lads who
heard the story said, ‘This woman Duan Mingguang was so
unreasonable. If she was jealous, shouldn’t her anger be directed
at her husband instead of other women?’

‘That’s a story
about a jealous ghost,’ an old man interjected. ‘Just now it was
mentioned that there were also jealous immortals. Where did that
take place?’

‘Let me tell
the story,’ another old man chimed in. ‘There are actually two
docks named after jealous wives. The one in Shandong is nothing
compared to the one I’m going to talk about.’

The lads stood
up, surprise registering on their faces. ‘Where is this dock?’

‘In Mian
County,’ the old man said, ‘in Taiyuan Prefecture, Shanxi. About
ten miles away from the county, travellers would start exchanging
stories about the dock. I didn’t believe a word of it. I went to
take a look for myself, and saw many women deliberately messing up
their attire and makeup, just like at the dock in Shandong. It was
hardly surprising.

‘I rode on till
I spotted a medium-sized temple in the woods. Dismounting, I passed
the reins and whip to my attendant. I straightened my sleeves and
made sure I was presentable, then I stepped around a screen wall
and followed a paved path. When I looked up, the sight gave me
quite a fright. Two hornless dragon statues coiled on the roof,
with eagle talons pointing skywards. The roof ridge was painted in
glorious technicolour that glared under the sun. The doorknockers
were in the shape of taotie, gilded, glittery and
grim-looking.

‘I ventured
into the front hall of the temple and saw four statues. The one on
the left had auburn hair and a red moustache, riding a fiery-red
horse and standing on wheels of fire. He could be a soldier serving
under Zhurong, God of Fire. The statue on the right had a blue face
and sharp teeth, holding a black parasol and a black flag. I
recognised him as a foot soldier in the Department of Plague in the
netherworld.

‘The figure of
a middle-aged woman was flanked by the two soldiers. She had a
wrinkled purple face, blue eyes, high cheekbones and a gaping,
dustpan-sized mouth with scarlet lips. She was gripping a cudgel of
burnt wood, her expression fierce.

‘Next to her
stood a man of short stature, with a hunched back. He had a bitter
look, and was facing left towards a niche in the wall. I was about
to ask my attendant about this, but he waved his hand and said,
“Don’t speak. Let’s just go. Let’s go now.”

‘So I had to
mount the donkey and be on my way. I pestered the attendant several
times, but he didn’t start talking until we were at least five or
six miles out.

‘“The statue of
a woman is Madam Shi You,” the attendant told me. “The man next to
her is Jie Zhitui. They lived in the state of Jin during the Spring
and Autumn Period. Jie Zhitui was the son of Jie Li, a senior
counsellor. When he turned twenty years old, Zhitui married Shi
You, daughter of senior counsellor Shi Yu. It was truly a match
made in heaven. The couple were both good-looking and they were
inseparable.

‘“But the good
times did not last long. Duke Xian, the ruler of Jin, had a
favourite concubine called Li Ji. She wanted her own son to take
over the throne, so she plotted against Shensheng, the incumbent
crown prince, and drove him to commit suicide. She then set her
sight on the duke’s second oldest son, Chong’er, who was forced to
flee the country.

‘“Jie Zhitui
worked as a guard for Chong’er. When he got word of the scion’s
persecution, Zhitui was duty-bound to follow his master. With no
time to spare, Zhitui mounted his horse and set off with Chong’er
immediately, abandoning all thoughts for his own safety. He was in
too much of a hurry to say goodbye to his wife. On the way, Jie
Zhitui had wanted to write a letter and have an acquaintance
deliver it to his wife, but he checked himself. It would be
disastrous if the letter was intercepted by Li Ji and exposed their
whereabouts. She would surely talk the duke into sending troops
after them. Their lives would then be in peril.

‘“Prince
Chong’er had five members in his entourage: Wei Chou, Hu Yan, Dian
Jie, Zhao Cui and Jie Zhitui. They had to move fast. To avoid
detection, they disguised themselves, changed into tattered
clothing, rested at night and set off at the crack of dawn. It was
a journey filled with hardships.

‘“Meanwhile,
Shi You was left behind and had no idea what her husband was going
through. She took his disappearance in the worst way. ‘We were
having such a wonderful life together. Why would he just abandon me
all of a sudden? He must be having an affair!’

‘“Shi You
invoked the heavens, banged her head against the ground, wailed,
ranted and raved, cursed and pined for her husband. How she wished
she could snatch him out of thin air, tear him to pieces, then chew
on his flesh and swallow him up. Days passed, then years. Her
feelings never subsided. Gradually, a solid, stone-like mass formed
in her chest. It was invulnerable to attacks by knives or hatchets.
The mass was called the Stone of Jealousy. It lodged itself in Shi
You’s chest, impossible to remove or destroy.

‘“Jie Zhitui,
with his unswerving loyalty, followed Chong’er on the journey of
exile, enduring all sorts of hardships and dangers along the way.
They once wandered into a remote mountain and didn’t have anything
to eat for seven days. Chong’er fell dangerously sick and almost
died.

‘“Of his five
followers, Zhitui was the only one who took a knife to his own
thigh, cut off a chunk of his flesh, cooked it in a soup, and fed
it to his master. Chong’er was thus pulled back from the edge of
death.

‘“The exile
finally ended after nineteen years. Chong’er returned to his
country and was restored to power. He became the new Duke of Jin
and rewarded his followers with top ranks and generous
salaries.

‘“Only four of
the five followers were present in court. Though his loyalty was to
his master, Zhitui still retained strong feelings of attachment to
his wife. The moment he stepped foot on native soil, he headed
straight home. But Shi You had moved away more than ten years ago.
She was now living on Mount Mianzhu. Zhitui immediately set out for
the mountain.

‘“Shi You had
made a home there. She had cast a sculpture of Zhitui. Her routine
was to scold and hit her clay husband first thing in the morning
and last thing before she went to bed. When Zhitui finally found
her, they almost couldn’t recognise each other, for they both had
aged so much since their separation. Zhitui identified himself and
offered an explanation for his long absence. Shi You cried and
cried as he talked.

‘“She laid into
her husband. ‘What a heartless bastard! You abandoned me for so
many years. Now you try to deceive me with these lies!’

‘“She refused
to believe him. Adhering to the tradition of jilted wives, she
scratched him, bit him, head-butted him and kicked him hard. Zhitui
was battered and bruised as if he was trounced on a battlefield. He
hung his head and dared not utter another word. Hoping she would
eventually calm down, he looked forward to spending some intimate
time with her, then he would have to leave home again to resume his
official duties at the imperial court.

‘“But Shi You
had a wicked heart and a plan. A red nine-strand brocade rope was
hidden in her trunk. After Zhitui fell asleep, she took out the
rope, wound it around his neck like a lasso and tied him up. Zhitui
was unable to move even an inch and could not leave the bed.

‘“‘I don’t care
about riches,’ Shi You said. ‘Neither do I want you to rove in
distant lands ever again. I just want the two of us to stay
together, in our home, every day, even if we have to lead a frugal
life with meagre provisions. You have nineteen years of lost time
to make up for. Leave the official duties to other men.’

‘“Zhitui was a
prisoner in his own home. He couldn’t report to the duke, nor could
he write to his friends asking them to talk to Shi You.

‘“Chong’er
heard no news from Zhitui and had no idea where he was. One of the
other four men who followed the duke in his exile missed Zhitui. He
hated to see that Zhitui was the only one without an official post,
and that the duke never bothered to ask his whereabouts. He wrote a
poem, its language unrefined, and secretly stuck it on the palace
gate, hoping it would move the duke. The poem went:

‘There once
was a brave dragon who

Suddenly lost
his domain.

Five snakes
followed him on an exile,

Traversing
foreign lands.

Short on food,
the dragon was starved,

Till one snake
took a knife to his own thigh.

Finally the
dragon returned to his watery realm,

Restoring
order to his territory.

Four snakes
got their caves,

Finding their
rightful shelter.

Only the last
snake, cave-less,

Was left to
wander in the wild.’

‘“The poem was
widely circulated among court officials. Eventually, it was
presented to the duke. Racked with guilt, Chong’er summoned Wei
Chou to look for Zhitui.

‘“Wei Chou, a
military man, grew impatient with the daily grind of the search.
Mount Mianzhu stretched over a vast range of seven hundred miles.
Dreading the donkey work, Wei Chou came up with an idea. ‘I’ll set
fires all over the place. He’ll surely rush out if he sees the
blaze.’

‘“It was early
springtime. The mountain was littered with dry twigs and crunchy
leaves. Wei Chou ordered his men to start several fires. Aided by
fair wind, the flames rolled out in all directions instantly.

‘“In his home,
Zhitui spotted the fires in the distance. He knew it must be the
work of Wei Chou, trying to smoke him out. But Zhitui found it
impossible to extricate himself, trussed up like a crab and bound
tightly likely a softshell turtle. Besides, so what if he managed
to get out? Shi You had tormented him. His robes were in shreds,
his face unwashed and hair uncombed. Resentment built up inside his
chest. He’d sooner die than let his friend see him in such a
state!

‘“While Shi You
was still fast asleep, Zhitui set a fire in the room. It started as
just a small plume of smoke, billowing out of the room, seeping
into rock cracks and blending in with mountain mists. Soon, flames
licked branches, fuelled by tree saps and dry twigs. Wind fanned
the flames further, shooting them skywards and tossing them all
over the ground. It looked as if a hundred golden snakes had raised
their heads with their tailing swaying, or a thousand herds of
tawny horses were rearing and neighing. Twigs and sprigs snapped
and popped like firecrackers. The flames burned brighter than a
midsummer sun. Trapped in the conflagration, foxes and barking deer
had their skin and flesh melted, while jays and cranes fell out of
the sky as their feathers were seared.

‘“Shi You was
fully awake now. The couple were trapped. The fire was raging out
of control and inching closer to them. She grabbed her husband and
enveloped him in a fierce hug. ‘I won’t be such a jealous wife
anymore!’

‘“But it was
too late for feelings of regret. Shi You locked her husband in a
tight embrace as she stood and watched, unhurried, as the fire
advanced towards them. The couple remained motionless while flames
engulfed everything in the room. In a short while, they were both
reduced to ashes.

‘“Later, Wei
Chou and his men searched through the debris. They found the
charred remains of the couple. Wei Chou concluded that Zhitui and
his wife must have committed suicide. He was about to gather up the
remains for burial when he spotted a residual fire. Upon closer
look, it was of a colour neither blue nor red, neither purple nor
green. It was like an eerie ghost fire. After the surrounding
branches were cleared away, Wei Chou saw a fair-sized pebble
rolling around. As the fire died down, a plume of black smoke shot
out of the pebble, surging all the way to the sky. No wind could
cause it to dissipate.

‘“Wei Chou
delivered a report of the strange discovery, along with the stone,
to the duke. He told the duke that Jie Zhitui, a noble recluse who
did not want to be burdened with fame, had taken his own life by
immolation.

‘“Saddened by
his death, Chong’er ordered officials to set up an altar and paid
tribute to Jie Zhitui. Since he died one day before Qingming
festival, Chong’er issued a decree: on this day of each year, every
household had to decorate their door with a willow branch to
commemorate Zhitui; fire was forbidden, and people could only eat
unheated leftovers. Thus began the tradition of the Cold Food
festival.

‘“As for the
stone, Chong’er took it to be śarīra, the kind of crystal-like
beads left in the cremated remains of Buddhist masters or Daoist
immortals. He entrusted it to the care of his concubines in the
palace.

‘“But it turned
out to be a stone of discord. Under its influence, the concubines
picked fights with each other and quarrelled nonstop. The duke
eventually caught on that the stone was the culprit, but no amount
of prayer and invocation for divine help could get rid of it.

‘“In the
treasure vault that used to belong to the kings of Zhou dynasty,
there was a precious vajra left by an imperial concubine. It had
been forged a hundred times and was used to conquer demons and
dispel the air of jealousy. Struck by the vajra, the stone
disintegrated into a shower of dust and disappeared. Even so, it’s
not entirely gone. Traces of black dust could still be spotted at
parts of the world today. But that’s story for another time.

‘“Back to the
day the couple died, the single-minded Shi You grabbed Jie Zhitui
in a vice-like grip, never letting go even as flames engulfed them.
After they perished in the fire, the spirit of Shi You pushed her
way through the heavens and threw herself in front of the Jade
Emperor’s throne. In a loud voice, she recounted her tale of
woe.

‘“The Jade
Emperor was well aware of the grievous sins committed by this
jealous woman. He knew what a daunting task it would be to
extinguish that pent-up fire of resentment burning in her chest for
nineteen years. A group of petal-dispersing goddesses happened to
be on duty in the palace. They all felt sorry for the couple, both
of whom were driven by circumstances beyond their control but were
also loyal in their own way. The goddesses suggested that since the
couple didn’t have the opportunity to receive the fief of Mian
granted by the duke while they were alive, they should be made
guardians of Mian and enjoy the locals’ offerings. The Jade Emperor
took their advice. The couple thus became tutelary gods of
Mian.

‘“However, Shi
You’s heart of jealousy remained unmoved. She couldn’t bear the
sight of ferry-crossing women who wore makeup and beautiful
dresses. They’d have to change their attire first. Male visitors to
Shi You’s temple were forbidden from commenting on her fierce
appearance or passing judgement on her sins. If, on the other hand,
they sang her praise and chastised her husband, they would have a
trouble-free journey.

‘“Once, Shi You
happened to be out and wasn’t keeping an eye on the river. A
village woman, purposefully wearing beautiful clothes and makeup,
crossed the river without mishap. She strutted to the temple and
bragged to the statue of Shi You, ‘You are not so powerful now, are
you? I had on this gorgeous dress and glided right across the
river, safe and sound.’

‘“Shi You’s
underlings immediately reported the woman’s words to her. All of a
sudden, a whirlwind swept into the temple, snatched the woman,
whisked her to the river and jettisoned the load. She drowned.

‘“Before this
incident, the statues of Shi You and Jie Zhitui sat side by side.
But Shi You was so irked by the village woman’s taunt, she took it
out on her husband by giving him a hefty shove. Zhitui was made to
face the wall on the left. Villagers were unnerved by the change.
They returned the statue to its original position, but it soon fell
to pieces. Villagers got the message and made a new statue of
Zhitui facing the wall.”

‘So this is the
story of a jealous woman who went on to become a jealous god. Her
legacy still lingers. In the village where her temple is located,
women there are known for having a hot temper, while the men are
meek and obedient. The ferry crossing is, even now, shrouded in
dark mists buffeted by ghostly winds, haunted by the wicked spirit
of Shi You. In Tang dynasty, a man was seeing his friend off at the
dock. He recited lines from a poem:

“Please
don’t refuse this cup of farewell wine from an old friend,

Though it’s
not as effective in detaining you as a wind from Shi You.”

The poem serves
as testimony to Shi You’s viciousness.’

The lads, after
hearing the story, all cried out, ‘Astonishing! Absolutely
astonishing! Now it seems that the poem about pit viper and wasp is
spot on.’

Another man
said, ‘Who’d have thought, this bean arbour has turned into an
outdoor lecture theatre today. It’s getting late. We should all be
heading home now. If the honoured elder is willing to continue to
favour us with your instructions, please do come early tomorrow. We
will prepare fine wine instead of a mere cup of tea.’

Commentary

By
Purple-Bearded Bohemian

 


In the book
Extensive Records Compiled during the Taiping Era, it is
written that, ‘Women are Metal, while men are Wood. Metal
overcomes Wood, so men are overcome by women.’ It is women’s
born nature to be jealous, and men’s nature to be intimidated by
their wives.

However, Wood
feeds Fire, and Fire in turn overcomes Metal; Metal collects Water,
and Water nourishes Wood. Just like the Five Phases generate and
overcome each other, men can, in turn, overcome women. Jealousy and
intimidation balance out each other.

Aina’s first
story in Idle Talk under the Bean Arbour is about jealousy.
The reader should note that he is not siding with the women. Nor is
the story supposed to feed their ego. He depicts ferry crossings
haunted by the spirits of jealous wives, while beautiful women have
to spoil their own looks for safety. He describes a stone formed of
jealousy that sows chaos among a duke’s harem. Despicable
behaviours are laid out for the reader to seethe over.



Chapter Two

Fan Li Drowns Xi Shi

 ‘If you drink with a kindred spirit, a thousand
cups are too few. But if you do not see eye to eye, half a sentence
is too much.’

You see, even
in drinking, one needs a friend. If there is nothing in common
between you and your drinking buddy, the conversation stalls and
the wine becomes unpalatable. But with a kindred spirit, every word
is music to your ears. The only thing that could put a damper on
the occasion is if he finishes too soon.

Learned men who
meet someone of like ilk can discourse at great length on
Neo-Confucianism and metaphysics, engrossed in an exchange of
ideas. But the wrong kind of audience will feel as if they are
getting chestnuts rammed into their heads—none goes in.

Youngsters are
more interested in strange anecdotes and tales in everyday life,
especially ones they’ve never heard of before.

Since the bean
arbour was set up yesterday, vines have grown longer but yet to
cover the entire trellis, leaving many chinks admitting sunlight.
It is akin to stopping a story right when it’s about to reach the
climax, leaving unsatisfactory gaps.

The lads, after
hearing the stories of jealousy, went home and recounted the tales
to their families. Some dismissed them as storytellers’
concoctions. Some were convinced that such wicked and jealous women
did indeed exist in history. And there were also those who,
dubious, bombarded the lads with questions for a thorough inquiry.
Stimulated by the conversations, the lads tossed and turned in bed,
impatient for daybreak when they could head for the bean arbour for
more stories.

At noon today,
few people were out and about. It wasn’t until dusk when villagers
gradually trickled in, returning from a day of peddling in the
streets or toiling in the field. They took up spots under the bean
arbour. In a short while, the old man from yesterday came with a
smile on his face.

‘You’ve come so
early,’ he said. ‘Is it because of the pact made yesterday?’

‘Respected
Elder,’ one of the lads replied happily. ‘As promised, we’ve
prepared wine and food, and we’re all set for your stories. But we
want no more stories of jealous wives. They make us men look bad.
Please tell us about a woman who’s both brilliant and beautiful,
and also virtuous, and has a good ending to boot. It’ll make us
feel better.’

Tilting his
head, the old man said, ‘If only there’s such a perfect story. It’s
been long established that beautiful women suffer unfortunate
fates. The ones with looks may be unblessed with talent. The ones
with talent are plain-looking. Those both brilliant and beautiful
may not be virtuous. Even if one happens to be thrice blessed with
beauty, talent and virtue, there’s no guarantee her story will have
a happy ending. The history before the period of the Three August
Ones is too ancient for a close examination, so let’s just talk
about the three dynasties—Xia, Shang and Zhou. In their respective
dynastic heydays, we see a few virtuous queens, but none of them
was an all-rounder like what you seek. Near the end of each
dynasty, though, a femme fatale came along, and she, indeed, was
both brilliant and beautiful.’

‘What about the
woman who helped Yu the Great found Xia dynasty?’ asked one of the
lads. ‘What’s her name?’

‘Give me a
moment to recall,’ the old man said. ‘I remember Yu’s father was
Gun. Gun married Xiuji, a woman from the Youshen clan. One night,
Xiuji was gazing up at the sky and saw shooting stars congregate at
the western mansion of Hairy Head. Quickened by divine inspiration,
she became pregnant with Yu and gave birth to him in the village of
Shiniu.

‘At that time,
floods were rampant and plagued the lands. Emperor Yao tasked Gun
with flood management and when he failed, had him killed at the
Feather Mountain. Shun recommended Yu as a successor. Yu had just
married a girl from the clan of Tushan. Four days after the
wedding, he was compelled to say goodbye to his wife after
receiving a decree from Emperor Yao. Yu left home and spent
thirteen years on the road. During that time, he passed by his
house three times, but never once stepped foot inside. His wife,
knowing his eccentric and unsociable habits, did not come outside
to greet him.

‘Several more
years passed before the floods were finally brought under control.
Emperor Yao rewarded Yu with a black jade tablet. Later, Yao
abdicated the throne to Shun, who eventually abdicated to Yu.
Tushan thus became a queen. She had both talent and virtue. But
we’ve never heard any of her contemporaries wax lyrical about her
looks. Sage kings, so it seems, place more emphasis on virtue than
beauty.

‘Xia dynasty
lasted sixteen generations until eventually, the mantle was passed
down to Lvkui, who became King Jie. Jie was fearless. His hands
were as hard as iron hooks and he could take on multiple opponents
at the same time. But Jie was also avaricious, cruel and
licentious. His debauchery inflicted great damage on his
subjects.

‘King Jie waged
a war against his vassals. One of them, from the clan of Youshi,
grew frustrated as he found it impossible to reason with the
tyrant. He was driven into a corner when he laid eyes on his
daughter, Moxi. Extremely alluring, Moxi was also highly
accomplished in a multitude of arts. Youshi presented her to the
king.

‘King Jie was
bewitched by Moxi at first sight. He lavished on her anything she
asked for and acquiesced to her every request. He imposed heavy
taxes on his people and squandered away the money. Hundreds of
plates of delicacies were piled up into a mountain of meat. Fine
wine was made, then poured into a pool big enough to sail a boat.
On
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